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(Ford Island, Hawaii) — Snipers pinned down
three members of the Coast Guard Cutter Rush’s
embarked boarding party on the foreign vessel’s fan-
tail.

This was supposed to be a routine boarding, search
and seizure.

But as rifle shots exploded inches from Seaman
Geri Cabrera’s head, her team’s desperate radio calls
went unanswered by the other 11 boarding party
members.

She didn’t know the rest of  her boarding party
was dead.

Fortunately for the Coast Guardsmen, this was on-
ly a training exercise.

“We put them in a worst-case scenario and show
them what could happen,” said Chief Petty Officer
Russell Hager, the Navy training course safety offi-
cer.  He stood next to the action on the training ship,
which was pierside at the Afloat Training Group,
Middle Pacific (ATG MIDPAC), here.

This round of the exercise finished in an explosion
of brightly colored paint as the snipers’ paintballs
“terminated” the few remaining boarding party
members.

The Coast Guardsmen of the Hawaii-based High
Endurance Cutter Rush (WHEC 723) were the first
to train in the Navy class called Visit, Board, Search
and Seizure (VBSS) at Ford Island this month.

“This ship (Rush) is capable of deploying to the
Arabian Gulf, so they want to be on line with the
Navy’s way of doing boardings,” said Hager, a gun-
ner’s mate originally from Daytona Beach, Fla.
“They want to do those types of boardings the same
way we’re doing it.”

Traditionally, the Coast Guard trained the Navy
or led Navy boarding parties aboard foreign vessels.
But the Navy’s increased enforcement of United
Nations sanctions on Iraq in the Arabian Gulf led to
a need for all-Navy boarding parties and the creation
of the Ford Island course.

That need now provides the opportunity for
Hawaii-based Coast Guard ships to train here.

In the week-long Navy class, students learn to em-
bark and debark foreign vessels to review docu-
ments, and inspect the vessel, its cargo and person-
nel. Students also learn to identify and control
threats and hazards, collect evidence and intelli-
gence information, and manage medical emergen-
cies.

“They’ll gain confidence and feel better that they
have these tools to work with,” Hager said. “We
teach them how to handcuff, take someone down if
they need to, how to sweep, how to look for weapons,
what paperwork to look for, how to talk to the mas-
ter, and how to talk to the crew.”

The United Nations allows multinational
Maritime Interception Force (MIF) ships to board
and search suspicious foreign vessels in the Arabian
Gulf, as they did Feb. 2 with the Russian-flagged
tanker Volgoneft-147, suspected of smuggling Iraqi
oil.

Hager said. “ The main thing we teach is how to
control a situation and how to keep a situation from
escalating. Most of the ships in the Gulf have al-
ready been boarded or know they will be boarded.

“What we’re also teaching is if something ever does
happen and they’re already on board, and they have
to get off the ship or go in and rescue a shipmate,
they’ll know how to do it.”

This training course was modeled after the same
Navy course in San Diego and was brought to ATG
MIDPAC by Hager and Chief Petty Officer David
Oliveira as a satellite class just over a year ago.
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The Coast Guard Cutter Rush’s (top) Visit, Board, Search and Seizure (VBSS) team debrief after a mock scenario onboard the training vessel. Seamen Geri Cabrera (above) from U.S Coast
Guard Cutter Rush (WHEC 723) takes cover behind a piece of plywood during the “firefight” onboard the training ship used for the VBSS .
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A Coast Guardsmen (left) stands by armed and ready during the VBSS
training scenario. The ATG MIDPAC Sailors (above) acted as the ship’s
crew during the training, giving the Coast Guard real time experience dur-
ing the evolution.

▼  See VBSS, A-7

Coast Guard Cutter Rush crewmwmembers (above) brief one another before they board the merchent vessel. The Coast Guard in the past
has trained the Navy on the procedures involved with VBSS boardings. But with the Navy’s increased involvement in the Arabian Gulf,
enforcing U.N sanctions against Iraq, the Coast Guard now comes to the Navy for training.


